"…l'image de nouveau-né dont la maman était bien maigre…. Sur ces images, tous avaient le visage creusé, des rides nouvelles et le sourire en berne…. Ceux que j'avais quittés bien portants et confiants un an plus tôt n'étaient plus les mêmes !"
faces, new wrinkles, and strained smiles." He further remarked that previously his friends had been "healthy and confident" but now they were "very thin and sad."1 The letter continued as a plea to the government to resolve the political crisis in Madagascar. What is noteworthy in this letter for the purposes of our discussion below is that, without intention on his part, Michel virtually recreates some of the descriptive vocabulary and images of social and physical suffering that were used in the royal discourse of the eighteenth century attributed to Andrianampoinimerina. Andrianampoinimerina claimed to restore unity and peace to Imerina in order to fill the countryside with fat-cheeked babies, well-fed citizens, and bright smiling faces that were smooth and without wrinkles. (See Figure 1. )
Under the rule of Andrianampoinimerina (1787-1810), Imerina constituted an independent polity in the central highlands of the island. At its inception this state occupied an area of approximately 30 kilometers radius around the present day capital of Antananarivo. Under Andri anampoinimerina's son and immediate successor, Radama I, the Merina polity went on to bring one-third of this fourth largest island in the world under its control. The Tantara ny Andriana eto Madagascar (The History of the Sovereigns of Madagascar) (Callet 1981), a document of over 1,000 pages, offers an indigenous account of the history and politics of the Merina polity from its inception to its situation in the mid-to-late nineteenth century, when this document was recorded in the Merina dialect of the Malagasy language by the French Jesuit missionary, François Callet. A number of Callet's informants were descendants of Andri anampoinimerina's family and familiars, some of whom may even have witnessed the last days of Andrianampoinimerina's rule (Delivré 1974: 37-60) . Understandably, the majority of the text recounts the deeds and words of this paramount sovereign. We draw the reader's attention to the fact that there is much evidence in these recorded oral traditions of a hegemonic political discourse that equates the health and well-being of Andrianampoinimerina's charges to his legitimate positioning as singular sovereign of Imerina, and additionally that this discourse of health and well-being, of "bright faces" and "fat-cheeked babies" (cf. Callet 1981: 808-809) was used to craft and legitimate an expansionist political agenda to
